This article introduces this collection, which focuses on the economic and political rise of the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) and its implications for global agrarian transformation. These emerging economies are undergoing profound changes as key sites of the production, circulation, and consumption of agricultural commodities; hosts to abundant cheap labour and natural resources; and home to growing numbers of both poor but also, increasingly, affluent consumers. Separately and together these countries are shaping international development agendas both as partners in, and potential alternatives to, the development paradigms promoted by the established hubs of global capital in the North Atlantic and by dominant international financial institutions. Collectively, the findings show the significance of BRICS countries in reshaping agro-food systems at the national and regional level, and their global significance. As they export their own farming and production systems across different contexts, though, the outcomes are contingent and success is not assured. At the same time, BRICS may represent a continuation rather than an alternative to the development paradigms of the Global North.
Introduction
Profound agrarian changes are underway in emerging economies such as Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS). These vary from land concentration, changing ruralurban linkages, migration, the rise of corporate agribusiness, contract farming schemes for smallholders, class differentiation between smallholders, family farmers, and labourers, new forms of agri-businesses upstream and downstream of farming, vertical (and horizontal) integration in value chains, and supermarketisation. Such agrarian transformations in turn interact with changes in the rural societies and agrarian economies in neighbouring countries as BRICS countries expand their presence in their respective regions through both state and private sector-led partnerships and investment deals. These transformations do not represent simply the extension of BRICS countries into their respective regions, where they are playing important roles as regional powers. Rather, their roles interact with dynamic changes already underway within these regions, marked partly by the rise of another set of powerful actors: Middle Income Countries (MICs) like Argentina, Chile, and Peru in South America; Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam in Southeast Asia; and Kenya and Nigeria in Africa.
The rise of BRICS countries alongside some powerful MICs, and the emerging alliances within and between them, has sparked debate about whether they herald a new era in the global political economy as an alternative to the conventional North Atlantic-anchored neoliberal prescriptions for development -or whether their models of development are problematic, in similar or perhaps new ways. 1 More profoundly, the BRICS countries challenge existing conceptions of a North-South divide as the most significant dimension of global inequality in power and wealth, but without challenging capitalism as a system, or seeking to fundamentally transform the underlying social relations of capitalist agricultural production. This presents new challenges and opportunities for scholars, activists, policymakers, development practitioners, and others. Agro-food system change and agrarian dynamics need to be understood in what seems to be an evolving polycentric world orderand new and innovative initiatives in knowledge production are required in response.
In addressing this research challenge, it is important to build on and extend the focus of existing knowledge about BRICS and MICs. The rise of BRICS countries and MICs has been accompanied by the emergence of new spheres of research, academic dialogue, and exchange in recent years. Most of these initiatives are BRICS-oriented and Africa-centred, tracking the impact of, mainly, China and Brazil on Africa. 2 Many of these studies are from international relations and international political economy traditions, with much less engagement by researchers from agrarian political economy. This body of emerging literature has provided us with important perspectives, but there remain key themes which are under-explored, including their influence in their respective regions. This present collection contributes to building a new literature with a particular focus on the emerging dynamics and implications for agrarian change.
This collection of essays emerges from the BRICS Initiatives in Critical Agrarian Studies (BICAS), which is a collective of academic researchers largely based within BRICS countries themselves. Scholars in the network are concerned with understanding the implications of the rise of emerging economies for national, regional, and global agrarian transformations. This collection contributes to the BICAS agenda, with the aim not only of contributing to understanding new dynamics of agrarian change but also to promoting further research and dialogue. It addresses, to various extents, four thematic research clusters with reference to Brazil, Russia, China, and South Africa. Unfortunately, this collection does not feature an analysis into the agrarian dynamics within India nor the influence of Indian capital elsewhere -an omission to hopefully be addressed as the network expands.
The four themes addressed are: (i) national agrarian dynamics within BRICS countries; (ii) BRICS countries and intra-regional agrarian transformations; (iii) new dynamics and multiple centres of power in the agro-food system; and (iv) BRICS and MICs in relation to the old hubs of global capital. The remainder of this introductory article introduces these four research clusters as well as outlining the contributions of the individual papers within this collection. However, many articles address issues related to multiple research clusters in complementary and overlapping ways. The rise of BRICS countries and its implications for global agrarian transformation represents a huge topic of research. This collection in no way provides a complete nor comprehensive analysis into all of these new and changing dynamics. Rather, it hopes to make a contribution to the much larger and ongoing research global initiative of BICAS 3 , with the intention of encouraging other researchers to deepen enquiry and theorisation in this field.
National agrarian dynamics
Rather than engaging with BRICS as a political-economic bloc or organisation, 4 this collection addresses the BRICS countries themselves and the changes underway within their national territories, in their respective regions, and their emerging political and economic relations and activities in other regions. Several essays in this collection provide in-depth analyses into the agrarian dynamics and transformations within BRICS countries themselves. It is crucial to understand the agrarian, food and environmental changes taking place within these emerging economies in order to further understand the broader implications for global agrarian transformation.
In this collection, Andrade analyzes the rise of Brazil as a global agribusiness power and the overall transformations of production, trade, and capital flows which have emerged since the neoliberal reforms in the 1990s. 5 She argues that the macroeconomic policies which deregulated the national economy and opened it up to financial speculation have undermined the industrial sector, leading to a reprimarization of the economy and particularly the country's exports. This was not only due to the global commodities boom nor the increased demand for primary commodities from China, but also 'the outcome of policy-induced constraints on production' ' ' . 6 Andrade provides an explanation as to the core of the crisis that erupted in Brazil in 2014, linking it to Brazil's rise as a global agribusiness power and the country's insertion into global circuits of financial capital accumulation resulting in, and even concealing, an overall loss of economic power and political autonomy. The Brazilian agricultural development model has been promoted, for instance, by development agencies and international financial institutions, as one to replicate, not only in Latin America but also in Africa. 7 However, Andrade's analysis should caution those governments looking to reproduce such a model, by drawing attention to the vulnerabilities that arise from financial speculation in the agricultural sector.
In their analysis of national agrarian dynamics within Russia, Nikulin and Trotsuk revive the utopian visions of rural-urban reciprocity that were articulated in the work of the key Russian agrarian thinker, A.V. Chayanov, in the early twentieth century. 8 They argue that Chayanov's work offers important insights into understanding contemporary agrarian transformations in Russia and the world. Nikulin and Trotsuk reveal the diversity of Russia's agrarian pathways and the various agricultural'worlds' which coexist. Moscow and Saint Petersburg continue to expand, absorbing rural territory and skilled labour and, perhaps paradoxically, have become the centre of agricultural production through giant agro-holdings. While it appears that mega-cities are pulling in capital, labour, and land, the authors point to the https://repository.uwc.ac.za/ Belgorod region as a counterexample of what can transpire when Chayanov's neopopulist ideas are put into practice. Belgorod's development model is one based on a symbiotic relationship between the rural and urban, agricultural and industry, tradition and modernity. It is highlighted as a successful mixed economy with high rates of economic growth and quality of life. Despite the overall urban and agro-industrial bias throughout the country, the authors argue that elements of Chayanov's utopian insights can -and should -be applied, not only to understand but also to influence new trajectories of agrarian change.
Across the literature, there are contested interpretations of agricultural commercialisation and what constitute 'success stories' -whether in the Brazilian Cerrado, Russian massive agroholdings or India's Special Economic Zones (SEZs). 9 These contestations centre on what constitutes positive agrarian outcomes but also on how the real economy and speculation interact. While dominant development institutions continue to promote large-scale industrial agriculture, critical studies have pointed to its accelerating biophysical contradictions 10 , while others reveal the very extractive character -socially, economically, and environmentally -of this agricultural development model. 11 The papers in this collection also show the social, cultural, and economic implications of the dominant model of agricultural development and that alternatives to large-scale and corporatist production and value-chain concentration can and do exist, and that can be learnt from these experiences.
Intra-regional agrarian transformation
As political and economic powers in their respective regions, the rise of BRICS countries has significant implications for agrarian transformation intra-regionally. This includes both capital and labour flows in and around these new hubs of global capital accumulation, and land concentration or 'land grabbing' across national boundaries. 12 Brazil, for example, has led the way in agro-industrial development in the Latin American region, spreading not only its technologies and expertise but also capital investment, with Brazilian farmers moving to and investing in land, most prominently in Paraguay and Bolivia. 13 In Africa, South African capital and farmers are extending their reach throughout the continent -going beyond agriculture to construction and infrastructure and leading to a concentration of control over land, labour, and capital. 14 In this collection, Martiniello uses a case study of South African sugar giant Illovo's acquisition of Kilombero Sugar Company Limited in Tanzania to explore the socioecological implications of such large-scale agricultural investments. 15 While contract farming and out-grower schemes have been promoted by influential development institutions such as the World Bank, Martiniello reveals how small-scale farmers became adversely incorporated into the agro-industrial value-chain by means of this outgrower scheme. Rather than protecting outgrowers against market risk, he shows how the scheme exposed small farmers to the risks and oscillations of volatile market prices and low harvests and 'have been used as an instrument to optimise the capacity utilisation of mills, and as a buffer against risks of under-production' . 16 Martiniello's case study https://repository.uwc.ac.za/ illuminates the more generalisable trends of what Hall calls the'South Africanisation' of the region which, as she explains, is 'not in the literal sense of South Africa becoming the coloniser of the region (though elements of that view may indeed be true!) but rather in the sense that the changes underway -concentration of control over land, labour and value chains (capital) -are rendering the agrarian structure of several countries more like that of a settler state like South Africa' . 17
In Asia, too, significant intra-regional agrarian transformations can be observed, due in many instances to the infl e of China in the region, especially related to land grabbing, crop booms inside China and other investments in South-East Asia. 18 In this collection, Zhou reveals how Chinese labourers -faced with a scarcity of arable land and labour opportunities -are migrating to the Russian Far East (RFE) where land is cheap and abundant. 19 Chinese investors are also looking to the RFE for business opportunities, investing in farmland, and forming joint ventures with Russian agribusinesses. Zhou argues that both Chinese capital and Chinese labour have revived, in different ways, agricultural production in the RFE, contributing to Russia's food security and offering both capital and labour absorption for otherwise idle or surplus factors of production in China. Zhou illustrates the capitalist dynamics of agrarian change 'from above' and 'from below' in the RFE as Chinese peasants, wage labourers, entrepreneurs, large-scale enterprises, and state-owned farms have looked to their Russian neighbours for farming and investment opportunities.
These papers draw attention to the diverse ways in which agrarian conditions within BRICS countries condition how they influence agrarian dynamics within their respective regions. Intra-regional impacts vary from land and agribusiness deals to labour migrationin fact, transnational shifts are evident in agro-food systems, from inputs to production to processing. The mobility of capital and labour combine in different ways, driven by both pull and push factors, involving multiple actors and stakeholders, and have diverse effects on neighbouring countries. Simplistic narratives of BRICS countries being neo-imperialists within their spheres of influence clearly do not capture the complexities these contributions draw attention to.
New dynamics and multiple centres of power
Beyond national and regional changing dynamics, the rise of BRICS and MICs has led to the emergence of what some scholars are calling a 'polycentric' food regime. This refers to the 'multiple centres of power, and a more diverse range of key international actors within the governance structure of the food-energy complex, both sectorally and geopolitically' , in contrast to the North Atlantic-dominated food regimes of the past. 20 Now, not only the traditional powers of the global North but also BRICS and MICs play key roles in the changing dynamics in the patterns of production, consumption, and distribution of the agro-food system. Brazil and China in particular have become key sites for the production and consumption of agro-commodities, as new players (both public and private) have emerged within these countries, reshaping the implicit and explicit rules and regulations which structure agro-food relations on a global scale. 21 Multinationals from the North Atlantic https://repository.uwc.ac.za/ such as ADM, Bunge, Cargill, and Louis Dreyfus (ABCD) still dominate the global grain trade, but Brazilian and Argentinian agribusiness firms are expanding their reach in Latin America largely through pools de siembra (sowing pools). 22 Furthermore, China's stateowned national Cereals, Oils, and Foodstuffs Co. (COFCO) has become a new global agribusiness giant, as also discussed by McKay et al. and Wilkinson et al. in this collection. 23 Also in this collection, Campbell explores new dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa's agro-food system and the role South African capital is playing in the region. 24 She provides an overview of South Africa's supermarket expansion across the continent -from East Africa, West Africa to Central Africa. This is associated in part with the growth of an urban middle class and growing consumer base. While sub-regional variations are certainly present, Campbell argues that South African supermarket expansion is reshaping relations of production, distribution, and consumption through a model of corporate food retail which excludes or at best marginalises local small-scale farmers. The supermarket revolution is leading to new relations of dependency on cheap manufactured food items from external markets (much of it imported from South Africa), while corporate-controlled value-chains exclude small-scale farmers, even in the fresh produce sector, by means of economies of scale and industry-specific production standards. However, such processes have not gone uncontested, as Campbell points to forms of resistance to'supermarketisation'across the region. While South Africa's food retailers may be leading the process of 'supermarketisation' , it has also opened the doors to larger multinational corporations and a concentration of control over the food system throughout the region.
Yet, while flows of capital and labour are moving from emerging economies throughout their regions, the implications for agrarian change go beyond capital and labour flows. Milhorance provides insights into the policy coalitions which facilitate the adoption and expansion of the Brazilian agribusiness model, not only across Latin America but also, through South-South cooperation, to the African continent. Policy-makers, bureaucrats, researchers, and corporate actors from Brazil promote the transfer of knowledge and Brazilian expertise in several African countries, which in turn requires financial, technical, and political resources in order to emulate its model of agricultural development. Milhorance asserts that such policy networks indirectly facilitate the expansion of Brazil's agro-industry into foreign markets. The adoption of technologies, new forms of production, norms, and standards based on the Brazilian experience reinforces its position as a global agribusiness power, forming the 'foundations upon which investments and commodity trade are built' . 25 With important insights from key informants, Milhorance points to the underlying motives of the growing South-South agribusiness connections between Brazil and Southern Africa.
These new dynamics in global agro-food relations represent a shift from North Atlantic dominance to a more polycentric food system. Emerging economies have become key sites for agro-commodity production and consumption, no longer dependent on North Atlantic capital or markets. Yet this is not merely a matter of reproducing production systems, value chains, and wider agro-food systems. These are not easily transposed across diverse economic, social, and agro-ecological contexts. As shown by the contributions presented here, such expansion encounters competition and even, at times, failure. Therefore, the outcomes of BRICS and MICs and their expansionary ambitions are uncertain and contingent. highlighting China's'more-than-market'strategy to secure control over raw materials. 29 They show how China has replaced the European Union as Brazil's principal market for agribusiness exports by going beyond trade to more direct negotiation, partnerships, and joint ventures. They contend that China's activity in the Southern Cone can be divided into four phases: (i) land acquisition or'land grabbing'; (ii) formal negotiations with national-and provincial-level governments; (iii) large-scale infrastructure investments to improve Brazil's export logistics; and (iv) directly competing for control over the global grain trade. This contribution delves into the new strategies and policies which have facilitated relations among these new hubs of global capital, revealing how China is positioning itself as a major player in the global grain trade.
BRICS, MICs, and old hubs of global capital
All this suggests that there has been a'thickening'of trade among BRICS countries themselves, not only due to particular commodity booms but also facilitated by trade deals bilaterally and within the group as a whole. Together and separately, these emerging political and economic powers are increasingly challenging the old hubs of global capital in the North Atlantic as they consolidate themselves as new sites of global capital accumulation, circulation, and consumption, promoted by discourses of'SouthSouth'cooperation. As the papers in this collection reveal, however, the extent to which such new relations and partnerships challenge, or represent alternatives to, dominant development paradigms regarding the social relations of production, property, and power remains questionable.
Concluding remarks
The emergence of BRICS as a group of emerging economies that are relatively dominant within their regions has seen the reconfiguration of agro-food systems and agrarian relations. This collection shows how this is evident in BRICS themselves, but also increasingly in the MICs and in their respective regions of influence. However, what are often touted as forms of South-South cooperation do not necessarily present alternative development pathways to those promoted by investors from the global North, or from development agencies or international financial institutions. There is, though, a clear pattern of capital from BRICS countries on the move, often seeking to replicate their own models of production, processing, and trade -not always with success. While cooperative relations among the BRICS countries are growing, the pattern of development is not necessarily distinct. Rather, there is a general pattern of extractivism, large-farm development often through contested land deals or 'land grabbing' , the expansion of corporate agribusiness and agro-processing, consolidated and vertically integrated value chains, right through to the supermarketisation of food retail. In important ways, then, in order to understand the changing global agro-food system, one needs to engage with the critical ways in which BRICS countries -as states, private capital, and even as a source of labour -are reshaping food systems. This collection aims to provide valuable insights into these changing global dynamics of agrarian change and contributes to the debates regarding the rise of BRICS and its implications for global agrarian transformation.
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